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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the interplay between rubric clarity and students’ perceptions of fairness in 

virtual evaluations, a topic of growing importance as online learning environments expand rapidly. 

With the rise of digital platforms, educators face the dual challenge of maintaining transparency and 

consistency while adapting traditional assessment tools for remote delivery. Rubrics—structured 

scoring guides delineating performance criteria and achievement levels—are central to this endeavor. 

Yet, the effectiveness of rubrics hinges on their clarity: the precision of language, the concreteness of 

descriptors, and the accessibility of criteria. Ambiguities can lead to misunderstandings, erode trust, 

and prompt grade disputes. Through a convergent mixed-methods approach, comprising a survey of 

250 undergraduate and graduate students and four subsequent focus groups, this research probes three 

core questions: (1) How does overall rubric clarity influence perceptions of fairness? (2) Which specific 

rubric features—criterion specificity, descriptor detail, or ease of access—most strongly predict fairness 

judgments? (3) In what ways do student self-efficacy and prior online learning experience moderate 

these relationships? Quantitative analyses reveal a robust positive correlation (r = .68, p < .001) between 

clarity scores and fairness perceptions, with descriptor specificity emerging as the single strongest 

predictor (β = .45, p < .01). Notably, students with lower self-efficacy exhibit heightened sensitivity to 

rubric clarity, underscoring the need for particularly clear guidance for this group. Qualitative themes 

emphasize the desirability of illustrative exemplars, in-platform rubric visibility during assessments, 

and alignment between rubric language and instructor feedback. By integrating these insights, 

educators can craft rubrics that not only measure learning outcomes effectively but also foster 

procedural justice, bolster student motivation, and reduce assessment anxiety. The study concludes with 

concrete recommendations for rubric design, including exemplar-anchored descriptors, adaptive 

rubric interfaces in learning management systems, and orientation workshops to train students in 

rubric interpretation—strategies poised to enhance equity and trust in virtual education. 
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Fig.1 Perceived Fairness, Source:1 

INTRODUCTION 

The proliferation of online education has revolutionized pedagogical modalities, enabling flexible, accessible 

learning beyond traditional classrooms. Concomitantly, assessment practices have transitioned to virtual 

platforms, presenting both opportunities and challenges. A core concern is the legitimacy of evaluation 

processes—specifically, whether students deem grades as fair and reflective of their efforts. Research in 

educational assessment consistently underscores fairness as foundational to learner motivation, engagement, 

and satisfaction (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Nitko & Brookhart, 2011). In virtual settings, fairness perceptions 

may be impacted by factors unique to digital environments, including technology reliability, absence of 

face-to-face interaction, and the design of assessment tools. 

Rubrics—structured scoring guides delineating performance criteria and levels—have garnered attention as 

mechanisms for enhancing transparency and standardization (Stevens & Levi, 2013). Effective rubrics clarify 

instructor expectations, provide actionable feedback, and reduce subjectivity in grading (Andrade, 2005). Yet 

rubric quality varies, with some characterized by vague descriptors and others by detailed performance 

indicators. Given the lack of consensus on rubric design standards, educators may inadvertently create rubrics 

that confuse learners or undermine perceived fairness (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007). 

This study addresses a critical gap: how rubric clarity in virtual assessments influences students’ fairness 

perceptions. By employing a mixed-methods design, we explore both the quantitative relationships among 

rubric features and fairness judgments, and the qualitative dimensions of learner experiences. Findings aim to 

guide educators and instructional designers in crafting rubrics that not only assess learning outcomes 

accurately but also engender trust and equity in online education. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/cms/10.1177/20539517221115189/asset/42c8dc21-bb14-43c3-a8da-de1978e6fe2b/assets/images/large/10.1177_20539517221115189-fig2.jpg
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Fig.2 Virtual Evaluations, Source:2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical Foundations of Assessment Fairness 

Assessment fairness encompasses distributive justice (equitable grade distribution) and procedural justice 

(transparency of processes) (Bies & Moag, 1986). In academic contexts, fairness correlates with student 

motivation, self-efficacy, and persistence (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Procedural justice theory posits that clear, 

consistent criteria bolster perceptions of legitimacy (Thibaut & Walker, 1975). Applied to education, 

transparent rubrics operationalize this clarity, reducing cognitive load and anxiety (Brookhart, 1999). 

Rubric Design and Clarity 

Rubric clarity involves unambiguous criteria definitions, coherent performance-level descriptors, and logical 

scoring scales (Reddy & Andrade, 2010). Criteria specificity—detailing observable student behaviors or 

artifacts—prevents interpretive variance (Panadero & Jonsson, 2013). Performance descriptors, ranging from 

“excellent” to “poor,” require concrete exemplars to anchor student understanding (Andrade & Du, 2007). In 

virtual contexts, rubric delivery (e.g., integrated LMS display, downloadable PDF) further influences clarity. 

Impact on Student Perceptions 

Empirical studies indicate that well-constructed rubrics enhance perceived fairness and satisfaction (Conrad 

& Donaldson, 2011; Liu & Carless, 2006). Conversely, ambiguous rubrics trigger frustration, grade appeals, 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/351273026/figure/fig9/AS:1019045021241348@1619970674031/Flow-chart-of-the-virtual-evaluation-system.ppm
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and disengagement (Mertler, 2001). Online learners, often managing autonomy and isolation, rely heavily on 

clear guidelines to navigate assessments (Kuo et al., 2014). The absence of immediate instructor cues 

heightens the rubrics’ role as primary guidance tools. 

Moderating Factors: Self-Efficacy and Experience 

Self-efficacy—belief in one’s capability to succeed—influences how students interpret and use rubrics 

(Bandura, 1997). High self-efficacy learners may seek rubric clarification proactively, whereas lower-efficacy 

learners may defer to perceived vagueness, skewing fairness perceptions. Prior online learning experience 

shapes adaptability to digital rubrics; novices may misinterpret interface cues, attributing confusion to 

unfairness rather than unfamiliarity (Sun & Rueda, 2012). 

Gaps and Research Questions 

While existing literature underscores the importance of rubric quality, scant research addresses its specific 

effects on fairness perceptions in fully virtual assessments. Moreover, few studies integrate both quantitative 

metrics and qualitative narratives to elucidate underlying mechanisms. Thus, this research pursues three 

questions: 

1. To what extent does rubric clarity predict perceived fairness in virtual evaluations? 

2. Which rubric features most strongly influence fairness judgments? 

3. How do student self-efficacy and prior online learning experience moderate these relationships? 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

A convergent mixed-methods design was employed. Quantitative survey data quantified relationships 

among rubric clarity, fairness perceptions, self-efficacy, and online experience. Qualitative focus groups 

provided nuanced insights into student interpretations of rubric features. 

Participants 

Participants were 250 students (162 undergraduates, 88 postgraduates) enrolled in online courses across three 

universities in India. Recruitment leveraged course announcements; participation was voluntary, with 

informed consent obtained. Demographics: 56% female, 44% male; average age 22.7 years (SD = 3.4). 

Instruments 
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• Rubric Clarity Scale (RCS): Adapted from Reddy and Andrade (2010), this 10-item Likert scale (1 

= strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) assesses clarity of criteria descriptions, descriptor specificity, 

and accessibility. 

• Perceived Fairness Scale (PFS): Developed for this study, a 7-item scale measuring distributive and 

procedural fairness perceptions. 

• General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES): Schwarzer and Jerusalem’s (1995) standardized 10-item scale. 

• Online Learning Experience Inventory (OLEI): Custom 5-item inventory gauging prior exposure 

to online assessments. 

All scales demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .89–.92). 

Procedure 

An online survey was administered mid-semester, capturing participants’ recent experiences with rubric-based 

virtual evaluations. Respondents reporting fewer than two rubric-guided assignments were excluded (n = 18), 

yielding a final sample of 232. Subsequently, four focus groups (6–8 participants each) discussed rubric 

interpretation, fairness perceptions, and improvement suggestions. Sessions were audio-recorded and 

transcribed. 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative data were analyzed using hierarchical multiple regression to test RQ1 and RQ2, and 

moderation analyses via PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013) for RQ3. Qualitative transcripts underwent 

thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), with codes derived inductively and refined to themes reflecting 

student experiences. 

RESULTS 

Quantitative Findings 

Descriptive Statistics 

Mean RCS score = 3.72 (SD = 0.58); Mean PFS score = 3.65 (SD = 0.62). Self-efficacy M = 3.95 (SD = 0.49); 

prior experience M = 4.02 (SD = 0.46). 

RQ1: Rubric Clarity → Perceived Fairness 

Regression model controlling for self-efficacy and experience: RCS significantly predicted PFS (β = .68, t = 

12.4, p < .001), explaining 46% of variance (ΔR² = .42, p < .001). 
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RQ2: Feature Importance 

A simultaneous regression including three RCS subscales—criterion specificity, descriptor clarity, 

accessibility—revealed descriptor clarity as strongest predictor (β = .45, p < .01), followed by criterion 

specificity (β = .33, p < .05); accessibility was nonsignificant. 

RQ3: Moderation Effects 

Self-efficacy moderated the RCS–PFS link (interaction β = .21, p = .02): clarity had stronger fairness impact 

for lower-efficacy students. Prior online experience did not significantly moderate. 

Qualitative Themes 

1. Demand for Examples: Students valued model answers tied to rubric levels. “When I saw example 

work labeled ‘excellent,’ I felt confident it matched expectations.” 

2. Real-Time Rubric Access: Desire for in-platform visibility during tasks, not just pre-assessment 

distribution. 

3. Feedback Alignment: Discrepancies between rubric descriptions and instructor comments eroded 

trust. 

4. Interface Usability: Cluttered rubric displays on LMS apps led some to skip reading criteria, 

perceiving unfairness when grades were lower than expected. 

Educational Significance 

The transition to virtual education necessitates reevaluating assessment practices to sustain learner trust and 

engagement. This study underscores rubric clarity as pivotal for perceived fairness—an essential component 

of student motivation and equity. Educators should prioritize: 

• Descriptor Enhancement: Incorporate detailed, domain-specific performance descriptors and exemplars. 

• Integrated Rubric Displays: Embed dynamic rubric views alongside assessment tasks within LMS 

interfaces. 

• Orientation Workshops: Conduct live or asynchronous sessions guiding students through rubric 

interpretation. 

• Alignment of Feedback and Rubric: Ensure instructor comments explicitly reference rubric criteria to 

reinforce perceived consistency. 
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Implementing these strategies can mitigate fairness concerns, particularly for students with lower 

self-efficacy, thus promoting inclusive virtual learning environments. Moreover, rubric clarity contributes to 

clearer learning pathways, enabling self-regulated study and more targeted skill development. 

CONCLUSION 

This mixed-methods investigation confirms that rubric clarity substantially influences students’ perceptions 

of fairness in virtual evaluations, with far-reaching implications for online pedagogy. Quantitative results 

demonstrate that clearer rubrics are strongly linked to higher fairness judgments, explaining nearly half of the 

variance in perceived equity. Descriptor specificity and criterion articulation stand out as pivotal components: 

students respond positively when performance levels are delineated with concrete, observable actions and 

when illustrative examples accompany each rubric band. Moreover, self-efficacy moderates this relationship 

such that learners with lower confidence benefit disproportionately from enhanced clarity, suggesting that 

rubric design can serve as an equalizing force in diverse learner populations. 

Qualitative insights deepen our understanding by uncovering students’ experiences and preferences: they 

value real-time rubric access embedded within assessment interfaces, consistent alignment between rubric 

language and instructor comments, and interactive exemplars that bridge the gap between expectation and 

performance. Conversely, ambiguous criteria and disjointed feedback practices erode trust and fuel 

perceptions of arbitrariness. These findings articulate a clear pathway for educators and instructional 

designers: prioritize transparent rubric development, embed adaptive rubric displays in learning management 

systems, and implement orientation sessions to coach students on rubric use. Crucially, this study advocates 

for a participatory approach—soliciting student input in rubric co-creation—to further enhance relevance and 

clarity. 

By reinforcing procedural justice through meticulous rubric design, educators can mitigate common sources 

of assessment anxiety, promote self-regulated learning, and cultivate a culture of fairness and transparency. 

As online education continues to evolve, adopting these best practices will not only improve evaluative 

accuracy but also strengthen student engagement, satisfaction, and ultimately, learning outcomes. Future 

research should explore longitudinal impacts of rubric training, the efficacy of student-generated rubric 

components, and the scalability of adaptive rubric technologies across disciplines and institutional contexts. 

Through such continued inquiry and innovation, virtual assessments can achieve both rigor and equity, 

upholding the ideals of fair and inclusive education in a digital age. 
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